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OGC Has Reviewed" 




Spalding v. Vilas, 161 U»S. (18 96^ 

Plaintiff was engaged in assisting certain postal 
claims for review and readjustment of nheir salane 

Office Department. The Third Assistant Postmaster General issued a 
circular addressed to each claimant at the direction of the Postmas' 

Opne ral The plaintiff claims that this circular had caused injury 
S hC ;ood nle and reoutation. The opinion of the Court was delivered 
£ Justice Harlan.' The act of the head of any department of the 

Government, in callins the attention of any person 

with such department to a statute relating m any way to such busi , 
cannot be made the foundation of a cause of action against such officers. 

"We are of opinion that the same general considerations 
of public policy and convenience which demand i or judges o± 
courts of superior jurisdiction immunity from civil suits for 
damages arising from acts done by them in the course of the 
performance of their judicial functions, apply J fco a 
extent to official communications made by heads of Exeoutiv 
Department s^hen engaged in the discharge of duties imposed 
upon them by law.) The interests of the people require teat 
due protection be accorded to them in respect of their. official 
acts. As in the case of a judicial officer, we recognize a 
di stinction(*be tween action taken by the head of a Departm 
in reference to matters which are manifestly or palpably beyond 
his authority, and action having more or less ^ 

the general matters committed by law to his control or supe 
vision.><T?hatever difficulty may arise in applying these 
principles to particular cases, in which the rights of the 
citizen may have been materially impaired by tho inconsiderate 
or wrongful action of the head of a Apartment, it is clear - 
and the present case requires nothing more to be determined — 
that he cannot be held liable to a civil suit for damages on 
account of official communications made by him pursuant to an 
act of Congress, and in respect of matters within his authority, 
by reason of any personal motive that might be allege d to have 
prompted his actionj for, personal motives cannot imputed 
to duly authorized official conduct. In exercising the : func- 
tions of his office, the head of an Executive Department, keep- 
ing within the limits of his authority, should not be under an 
apprehension that the motives that control his official conduct 
may, at any time, become the subject of inquiry in a civil suit 
for damages. It would seriously cripple the proper and effective 
Administration of public affairs as entnisted to the execute 
branch of the government, if he were subjected to any such 
restraint. He may have legal authority to act, but he may have 
such large discretion in the premises that it mil not always 
be his absolute duty to exercise the authority with he 

invested. But if he acts, having authority, his conduct can- 
not be made the foundation of a suit against him personally 
for damages, even if the circumstances show that he. is not 
disagreeably impressed by the fact that his action injurious y 
affects the claims of particular individuals.)- In the present 
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case, as we have found, the defendant, in issuing the circular 
in question, did not exoeed his authority, nor pass the line of 
his duty, as Postmaster General, The motive that impelled him 
to do that of which the plaintiff complains is, therefore, 
wholly immaterial, . (At pages 498 and 499), 
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